Devika Balachandra 


A Rooted Future 


“You’re Indian?”, people often remark when they learn my ethnicity. I’ve learned not to react 
because it's not their fault they’re so shocked. I’m the only one with that origin in my class, even 
grade, and two weeks ago I couldn’t give my peers much more information than they already 
knew. I didn’t have much to show for it. “No, I don’t know Hindi.” (No, that is not the only 
language spoken in India.) “No, I was not born in India.” “No, I haven’t been there in a while.” 
Well, I hadn’t. The last time I was there was in 2019 for a wedding; this most recent trip was a 
very different experience. I’m accustomed to traveling by flight, seated more or less comfortably 
in an economy seat, the tray table my pillow, the window my view, but instead, I traveled 
through space and time, to my apparent roots. Although this was nothing like my journey to 
India in 2019, it started with a similar feeling. Nausea. 

I’m used to this feeling, so I wasn't alarmed when it happened in the school bathroom 
stall. My annoyance with the discomfort distracted me from the closing in of the stall. I was 
checking my phone to see how much time I had been out of class when I felt a sharp pain in my 
head. The nausea started to get more extreme and I slowly bent down over the toilet in case I got 
sick. The last thing I remember was seeing the toilet water swirl before me. The world then went 
black. 

I’m not sure how much later, I woke up covered in dirt, with a dry taste in my mouth, and 
an unhealthy heart rate in my chest. I looked around for my phone, and when I found it in my 


back pocket, it looked completely dead, with big cracks going through it. I feel a weight on my 


arm and realize I’m carrying a worn-out, floral cinch bag filled to the brim. Panic started to set in 
when I finally looked around. I was sitting on the ground by a brick hut, similar ones scattered 
around a dirt path. Women wearing saris walked around me barefoot, carrying baskets of various 
spices and what appeared to be rice. Fear trembled through my body, but my mind was 
surprisingly calm, I knew I had some things to figure out. I could tell I wasn’t in San Diego 
anymore, and I heard the women and children speaking in a language that definitely wasn’t 
English or Spanish. Later I would learn that the language spoken was Kannada, but at that 
moment my shocked brain could barely comprehend that I was in India. 

Two women chatting walked by me and one stopped abruptly, looking me in the eye. She 
cupped her mouth and shrieked, using her other hand to point at me frantically. More people 
gathered around, taking notice. Little kids hid behind their mother and snuck peeks at me. 
“Enadu?!" "Idu raksasara kelasa." "Athava britisaru... “What is that?!” “This is the work of a 
demon.” “Or the British...” These were only some of their remarks as they reached to tug at my 
clothes and hair. Of course, I didn’t understand a word of it, and my flight or fight kicked in after 
being frozen for a few seconds too long. I scrambled up and ran in any direction where there 
weren't any people. Most of them scurried after me, shouting at me as I fled. 

I ran past the brick huts, through some brush, and onto a different dirt road. Quickly, I 
turn my head to see if they’re still following me, and I see the first woman, hiking up her sari and 
lunging over a bush towards me. Wow, I think, they really don t want me to get away. I can t even 
talk to them so what's the point? Oh my god. I cant talk to them. I can t figure out where I am. I. 
Dont. Know. Where. I. Am. It kept striking me, harder each time. I had no idea what was 


happening. Oh my god, I’m gonna throw up. The nausea hit me again. The world goes black and 


I can't see or hear a thing anymore, but I feel my feet moving, faster than before. I squeeze my 
eyes tighter shut, the heat blaring into my face. 

I don’t know how long I was running before I collapsed, and I don’t know how long I 
was out before I woke up. But when I did, I sat up to see a field of land, bare, with dirt and grass 
scattered around, trees on the brim of it. I checked to see if anyone from the village had followed 
me all the way here, and hadn’t seen anyone. Not from the village at least, but a man 
approaching from the side of the field came up behind me, and to my surprise didn’t 
automatically yell at me. Instead, he spoke calmly in the same language as earlier. Before he 
could finish his sentence I braced myself for anger and shook my head confusedly, my heart 
racing again. 

He stared at me, and I saw thoughts going through his head. J think this might get me 
killed, but I need to try. Taking a deep breath, I looked him in the eye and opened my mouth 
“Hello, you probably won’t understand me, but I only speak English. My name is Devika, I live 
in San Diego and have no idea where I am or how I got here. I will leave immediately, but I don’t 
know where to go. I mean no harm.” The man’s head turns and he nods slowly. I laugh, relieved, 
“Oh my god! You understand me?” “Who are you? Who sent you young woman?” He asked 
accusingly in a thick accent. ““N-No one sent me sir, like I said, I don't know where I am but I 
come from San Diego, in the United States.” “The United States”, he mimicked slowly, but then 
shook his head quickly, “Miss, stop speaking nonsense. I do not know why you are here but you 
must leave. This land does not belong to villagers.” I sigh, the miracle that he spoke a familiar 
language didn’t get me very far. 

How could it? I think. How in the world am I supposed to explain that I got transported 


here through a toilet bowl, from a place that he somehow doesn t know? I wiped tears from my 


eyes, “Okay, I will leave, but can you please tell me where I am?” He rubbed his hands over his 
face, and I took a proper look at him. He was an Indian man, that much I could tell. He was 
wearing a cotton gray kurta, (a loose long-sleeved shirt) worn over thin, flowy, white drawstring 
pants. His feet were bare, a common theme I had noticed, and his hair was shaved close to his 
head with a big beard around his face. I couldn’t help but realize everything that I had seen so far 
appeared very old. I wasn’t sure I was in India but it was nothing like the last time I was there in 
2019. I didn’t know where I was, but it was just hitting me that I wasn’t sure when I was either. 

As my eyes reached his again, he finally spoke, “Follow me.” He turned around and 
started to walk off the green part of the land, and I scrambled to shadow him. I refrained from 
speaking further to him and waited until we got to his destination to make any comments. He led 
me to a house slightly bigger than the ones in the village, it was about a half mile from the large 
field, and it seemed to be made of brick and bits of wood. Once inside he gestured for me to sit 
on a silk pillow on the floor, and he sat down cross-legged himself. Is it the best idea for me to 
follow a stranger into his house and give him the benefit of the doubt that its safe? Well, I have 
no other choice at this point. Maybe if I get knocked out or faint then I'll go back home.. I was 
pulled out of my thoughts when he snapped his fingers in my face to get my attention. 

“You say you do not know where you are?” He asks. I sigh, defeated, “Yes. I have no 
idea where we are or how I got here. Please, can you help me?” “We are in Mysore. In the 
country of India.” He says very slowly as if I couldn’t understand the English he’s speaking. 
“You know India, yes?” Okay, I think, at least I have that. “Yes, I know India. My dad’s family is 
from Mysore.” He stares at me, taken aback. “You? Are Indian? Just your dad is from Mysore?” 
“Yes! Well, I mean I’m half Indian.” The puzzled look doesn’t leave his face. “But...you are 


white?” 


Then I realize why he’s so confused. Oh, I guess mixed-race marriages don t exist. He 
must have no clue what I am. “Yes. My mom is white, and American, and my dad is Indian, from 
Mysore. Where I come from this is normal.” “So, you are saying you come from a place where 
people of different races breed?” Breed? I think, Oh my god honestly what year is this? “Um, 
I’m going to ask you a weird question” He nods and says, “Miss, you are already very weird.” 
“Okay, um what year are we in right now?” I ask tentatively. “What year?”, he asks. After 
mumbling something in Kannada under his breath, he says, “The year is 1767.” I blink slowly. 

“1767?” This has to be a dream. This cant be happening, how on Earth am I in Mysore 
in 1767??” I clutch my stomach and hold down a gag. “Miss. Are you alright?” He asks 
nervously, “I do not understand how you are unaware of the year. Do you have an illness?” I 
shake my head quickly and stare at the ground. “Pardon my ask,” he says “but what year did you 
believe it was?” I gulp “2024.” He lets out a short laugh. ““You cannot be serious. Were you 
traveling and hit your head?” He points to the cinch bag on my shoulder. 

I had forgotten that I still had it on me, I hadn’t even opened it yet. “Oh, um no. I don’t 
know, that was with me when I woke up, and I don’t know what’s in it.” He takes the bag off my 
shoulder and holds it up. “You say you do not know where or when you are but this is a common 
potli bag with you” He opens it up and pulls out various items, none familiar to me. “And see, a 
Katar dagger, preserved vegetables, even a sari! These are things all from Mysore in 1767, and 
yet you wear men's clothing, you speak very strangely, and you cry when I tell you the year and 
state.” His tone is questioning, and slightly accusatory. 

Everything he 5 saying is right, I have these things with me, but I don t know where they 
came from, and I don t know how I got here! I look further into the potli bag and pull out more of 


the items in there. For food, I had some pickled vegetables, dried fruit, sugar, and white millet. 


There were also a bunch of rags in there, along with a stainless steel canteen with a rope attached 
to it, and then the already mentioned sari and the small dagger. “Maybe these things are to help 
me here, they’re things that I would use to survive. So whatever brought me here gave me some 
tools?” My epiphany is met with an understanding response. “Yes, yes you are saying this is the 
work of a god, or higher power, bringing you here and giving you resources to survive!” 

I tilt my head, “I mean, I suppose so, I wasn’t thinking God because I don’t exactly 
believe in that...but I’m not sure what else it would be.” He shook his head, sighing, “Of course, 
that is what it is, child! Do not turn to demons because you are not used to this enlightenment. 
There must be a reason God sent you here.” I shake my head, how in the world is this the 
solution I’m coming to? “Okay, I guess it is God. But what would the reason be? I mean, I feel 
like I hardly know my extended family in Mysore, but especially in 1767! “None of the ones I 
know were even alive.” 

He scratches his head “You are sure none are royal? Maybe they are fighting in the war 
and God brought you here to see them.” “The war?!” I exclaim. “There’s a war going on? How 
did you not tell me?” “My apologies, I forgot you know so little. Yes, there is a war being fought 
between the Mysore Kingdom and the British East India Company. It is February, the war has 
been going on for almost one lunar cycle. It is not good,- your name is what again?” “Oh, sorry,” 
I say, “My name is Devika.” 

He nods and gestures to himself “My name is Tanush. “Okay, so Devika, it is not good. 
They are fighting brutally and the British might take over Mysore. So maybe you are here to help 
us win.” He says in absolute. “Oh wow,” I say, taking it all in. “I don’t think any of my ancestors 
fought in this war, I feel like someone would’ve told me because that’s such a cool thing about 


me.” A loud noise comes from outside and he jerks up from his pillow. “What is that?” I ask, 


nervous. He peeks outside the hole in the wall, using it as a window. “Lord Ganesh please save 
me...”, he prays under his breath. “What? What is it?” I ask, getting up and peering through 
behind him. “Those are British soldiers Devika,” he responds seriously. “They are coming 
towards my home, they mean to speak to me. 

“They will see you if you leave, so you must hide right now.” I scramble and hide behind 
a door made of plank wood. He steps outside and meets the men. I’m standing there, clutching 
the door when he returns. His voice shakes when he speaks, “They are going to use my land to 
attack the palace, a trap will be set to lure them here and...and then -” his face crumples and he 
looks at the floor. “What? They can’t just take your land, can they? Aren’t they super rich or 
something and they have their own land?” I say. “They can do whatever they like. It was 
gracious of them even to inform me.” “Oh no,” I say, “Well, I mean it’s just a field, you weren’t 
doing anything with it. And hey, maybe Mysore will be strong enough to defeat them 
regardless.” “You do not understand. I had big plans for this land. I was going to build houses 
here, I am - well, I want to be a builder. Families would live here, generations would pass 
through this land. “I was supposed to be farming it, that’s what my father wanted me to do. But I 
waited too long because of my dream and then I couldn’t do anything with the land once the war 
started. Now it’s being taken away and destroyed.” He looked shattered. 

I wasn’t sure why he cared so much about just the potential for a house. I mean, there 
would be other land and other houses. Maybe he’s sad about the war and deflecting onto this? 
But then I remembered that I was in a different time. People thought crazy things about 
inanimate objects and I’m sure land had a lot of value back then. Maybe it was sacred. “I’m so 


sorry, this land must be really special to you,” I say, taking a step forward, but as I walk, I trip 


over my potli bag that was strewn across the floor. The items fell out, spilling everything on the 
floor. One item that I hadn’t seen before slipped out. It was a photo, slightly worn. 

“What is that?” Tanush asks. I showed him the photo. It is an image of the land that we 
were on. The land that the British were taking away. Except it looks nothing like it did then. 
There was a gate in front of the opening instead of the dirt road that leads into a field. There was 
a big house in the back, with lights and colors everywhere. It had a little sign in front of it that 
read 962. Also in front of the houses were people. Women and men, dressed in beautiful 
traditional clothing, and these people, they looked a little bit like me. I gasp, shocked, and turn 
over the picture. On the back, it reads Mysore Hiriyana, 1910. That name was my great great 
great grandfather’s. The photo was taken some months after he had finished building it. 

“Tanush,” I say, “I think I know why I’m here. This photo is of the land you own. But it’s 
not just land, I understand what you were saying now. This land will hold houses that my family 
has lived in for generations. I was in Mysore for a wedding some years ago and visited this 
house! “I can’t believe I didn’t realize, it seems so familiar now.” Tanush listens and takes it in. 
Finally, he nods excitedly, grinning. “You see Devika, there is a purpose, that is why God put that 
photo in there. Everything else in the bag was from this time, but this photo, this is the future. 
You must help me save the land so I don’t lose it and you don’t lose your future.” 

I take a breath and agree. “But how am I supposed to do that? I don’t know the language, 
I look like a crazy person here, and I’m a woman! How will I have any power?” He packs up all 
my stuff, hands me the bag, and says “I do not know, but I will help you. You must go now, 
change into your sari, and do everything possible to appear local. There is a village not too far 


from here, you will not have to speak because women are rarely expected to be vocal anyway. 


Stay there, and come back tomorrow, God will help you find your way. Maybe from there, I can 
teach you the basics of Kannada so you know the language.” 

God will help me, yeah for sure. That just means he doesn t have directions and I’ll have 
to figure it out. I snap out of my judgy thoughts and realize how helpful he is. “Oh Tanush, thank 
you thank you so much. I would have no idea what to do with myself if you didn’t help me, and 
by some miracle, you spoke English and had a kind soul. I will be back tomorrow, goodbye 
Tanush.” “Of course, you are helping me too, Devika, but now you really must go, you will be a 
target if you are here for much longer.” I agree, grab my stuff, and run out of the door. 

Somehow, I managed to get to the village he was talking about without much difficulty. I 
hid behind a bush and changed into my sari. I'm sure I did it wrong but I had an idea from 
watching so many family members getting ready for events and weddings. In the village, I sneak 
into a hut that no one is occupying, let my hair down, and try to act as small as possible. I also 
take off all of my rings, earrings, and bracelets and hide them in my bag. 

People stop and glance at me, but I’ve done a fairly good job at getting rid of anything 
that could appear threatening. With a moment of rest, I realize how starving I am. I pull out the 
canteen and chug water and then try to find something that appears appetizing in my bag. I eat 
some dried fruits and then inspect the bag of sugar. It's in a brown paper bag and there’s about a 
pound of it. Okay, I think, if all of these things are in here to help me what is the point of this? I 
made a note to ask Tanush the next day, I didn’t want to figure anything else out today. 

I pull out a rag from the bag and use it as a pillow. As uncomfortable as it was, my 
fatigue was stronger and I fell into a deep sleep. The blaring heat woke me up the next morning, 
along with a small curious face poking through the door of my hut. My instincts made me inch 


away, in fear of anything. But before I could do or say anything, her head ducked and she ran 


out. I sighed, if people are either going to try and kill me, or are too afraid of me to even speak, 
how am I going to achieve anything? I need to learn Kannada, why was I never taught it at 
home? Thats beside the point, I need to get Tanush to teach me then. 

That thought was my reminder that I needed to go find Tanush and figure out how we 
were going to save the land. I grabbed my bag and ran out, hoping not to catch the notice of 
anyone because I didn’t feel like another chase. I retrace my steps from the day earlier and arrive 
at the field. Tanush comes out of his house when he hears me enter and approaches me. “Devika! 
I am glad you have made it. My apologies for the little directions.”, He says. 

“Oh no it’s okay, I managed.”, I responded smiling. “ I found a hut in the village you 
mentioned, I hope it doesn’t get taken today. But I don’t think I’m seen as such an outsider 
anymore which is good.” I say, gesturing to my sari and bare feet. He nods in approval. “Yes, 
you fit in more now, but we must change how you speak! You sound crazy Devika.” I don’t 
know if he meant my English sounded weird in comparison to his, or just the fact that I spoke 
English at all, either way, I agreed. 

“Come, like I stated yesterday, this place is a target now that the British want it for 
themselves. I have a better place for us to go.” He leads me to a spot off the field with an old 
stone table and a stone square on either side, I’m guessing what were meant to be seats. We sit 
down and he starts to speak, “Okay, I am creating a plan. First I will teach you simple phrases in 
Kannada, this way you will get by easier. Then we must figure out how to defeat the British men 
who want my-our land.” I nod, “Okay, I agree on the language thing, the people in the village 
will wonder if I never speak. But I’m not sure we will be able to defeat those men, I mean, I 
think they have the upper hand here. “Maybe we just need to find them new land, like better land 


or something so they don't use this one.” 


“Okay, yes you are right, Devika. Here, let me teach you first.” For a few hours, we sat 
there, him using sticks and dirt to draw on the table and teach me words. “Now,” He says, “It is 
not likely you will need to read and write, as it is few who have that knowledge, and women 
definitely do not. I only know the basics, and that is what I am teaching you.” I’ve never had a 
knack for learning languages easily, so with some struggle, I managed to memorize a few 
phrases I might need. 

These included words such as Greetings, Hail, Farewell, No harm intended, I look to 
barter, Pardon, and more. “Hey Tanush,” I say, “Looking to barter means trading, right? What 
exactly would I trade, does any of my stuff have value?” “Oh yes Devika,” He picks up my bag 
from the ground and empties items out once again. “This sugar, you will not have use for this 
other than barter. You can trade this for more food, even coins if you get a good deal.” 

There we go!, I think, that’s what the sugar s for. “Ohh, okay perfect! Thank you again 
Tanush this is great.” I say, still so grateful. “Not an issue, Devika. Now that you know these 
phrases do you believe you will manage in Kannada?” I nod, “Yes, I think so, I should go now, 
it’s getting late and hopefully I can make friends instead of enemies in the village.” He packs up 
my bag and hands it to me, “Yes, I have faith in you Devika. I will think more on our plan for the 
British, perhaps scout out some land.” 

I leave and head to the village. In the next few days, I traded a quarter of my sugar for 
five coins, however, I was unsure of the worth. I also spoke with that shy woman from the other 
day. I use what I know to converse and I find out that her name is Baani, this village is one of the 
closest ones to the Mysore Kingdom, and that 5 coins can get me some fresh fruit, a larger rag to 
use as a blanket, and one turn at the well to fetch water. This information mostly came from 


dragging, directing, and pointing, as my knowledge was helpful but not extensive. 


During those days I also thought more about what Tanush and I were going to do, I had to 
find something that was in some way more valuable to the British. I also had to hope that we 
would be able to have a conversation with the men, I mean, I could easily be executed or 
something for even showing my face to them. They were the ones who approached Tanush in the 
first place, he could talk to them without involving me, I decided. 

On the fourth day alone in the village, I decided to go looking for other land. I leave the 
village and start to walk along the dirt path, the sun in my eyes, my feet aching from being 
exposed. After walking for a while and not seeing much other than shrubbery, the occasional 
person, and little old huts and stands, I decided to sit for a while and have a drink of water. I’m 
not sitting there for long when I hear a loud bang followed by lots of yelling. 

A crowd of people rush from a corner where two paths meet and four white men with 
uniforms and guns race behind them. The only words I was able to make out were “Stop!”, “PIH 


17? 


kill you!”, and “Help!” The rest I was unable to understand but much of it sounded like prayers 
and warnings to the people in villages ahead. When the crowds approach me I realize I’m in 
broad daylight and could be as much of a target as they are. I jumped up and ran through bushes 
in a direction the men weren’t going. 

The white men weren’t near me, but some people followed me in the hope of escape. I 
didn’t realize that anyone was behind me, and after running for a bit I stopped, and pulled out my 
water again, trying to calm the panic inside me. As I grab the water, I see a bright light coming 
from the bottom of the bag. When I pull it out it is restarting, and I scream in delight. I had 
completely forgotten that I had it with me. 


With everything going on, I’d figured it fell out of my bag on that first day when I ran 


from the village people. It must not have been dead, I guess just shut off for a while. But I didn’t 


have time to think about how this happened, I was just glad it did...well, I was glad. That was 
until I realized that I was not, in fact alone, and a group of women stood behind me. They were 
watching as I giggled happily at a literal glowing object that they had never seen before, I 
must’ve looked insane. 

“Matagati!!” “Matagati!! Avalannu padeyiri!!”” I wasn’t sure what they were saying at 
this point, but I knew it couldn’t be good based on their shocked, angry faces. You should know 
their words meant “Witch!!” and “Get her!!”. One of the women had darted off in fear, but four 
more were ready to lunge at me. I drop my phone in my bag, snatch my katar dagger, clench it in 
my hand, sling the bag over my shoulder, and sprint faster than ever. 

I ran through roads, little trickling streams, over bushes, and past countless fields. I’m 
not sure how long I was running, but when there were no people in sight, I knelt on the ground 
and looked ahead, seeing a stretch of land before me. I heard voices coming from ahead, so I 
snuck behind a tree and watched two men on the field converse. They started walking in my 
direction and before fear could hit me, relief did, when I saw that one of the men was Tanush. 

I resisted the urge to run out and greet his familiar face. Instead, when he saw me a little 
later, he abruptly excused himself from the man and left the field to go up to me. “Devika! What 
on Earth are you doing here? Why do you appear so frightened? What happened?” I sigh in 
response and tell him everything. He shakes his head when I finish. “Oh my lord Devika.” He 
says. 

He goes on to tell me that those white men chasing people in the streets was the 
beginning of a raid that the soldiers were doing on nearby villages, and I was lucky to get out of 
there. “You may have been killed!”, he exclaims. He also says that although it felt like I was 


walking for a long time, it must’ve been heat exhaustion because we were only one town over 


from my village. “All the villages we’ve been in are in the Mysore Kingdom, bordering the 
Mysore Palace. This also means that the British are camped nearby.” he explains. 

“Now, you say those women who followed you saw you looking at your...phone?’’, he 
questions. “Yes! Let me show you.” I show him my phone, fully turned on, but with only 12% on 
it. He gasps and covers his mouth with his hand. “That...that is from your future?”, he asks. 
“Yes, I think I angered those women when they saw me with it.” “Well, you did more than anger 
them, Devika, this thing could appear very scary and dangerous. It...It looks like something of a 
witch.” 

Oh my god, they thought I was a witch because of my phone? I guess it makes sense. I 
don t know how stupid I was that I didn t realize how much of a target it would make me. But 
don t witches hypnotize people? “Devika, are you listening to me? I just stated how dangerous 
that thing is, you must put it away, the farmer I was speaking to is not far off.” “You’re right, 
sorry. 

Wait, you said you were talking to a farmer of this land? Do you think this is land we 
could offer to the British instead?”, I ask. “Yes, possibly, but we need to pay him some price, no 
land this large is free.”, he says. “Of course,” I say, “But what can we give him? I mean I still 
have some sugar and food?” Tanush shakes his head. “I appreciate your offer, but that will not be 
enough. We need something more valuable.” We both think for a moment and then I get an idea. 

“Hey! What about my jewelry, I don’t know how common it is here, or if this even exists 
this year, but they’re all real and everyone wants shiny things.” I grab my jewelry from my bag 
and show him. There are rings, earrings, and a bunch of bracelets. Tanush inspects them and 


thinks for a while. “These are all real metal you say?” “Yes! All real gold and silver.” “I believe 


think this might work.” I stay hiding behind the tree, and Tanush goes back to the local farmer 
with the jewelry and makes the offer. 

When he comes back he is smiling with hands empty and feet bare. I clap and laugh in 
glee, “Oh yes you did it!” He nods happily, “I did, he was unsure about their worth but I was 
convincing, I also gave up my sandals.”, he gestures to his feet. “And thank you for so graciously 
giving up your possessions.”, he adds, “I hope they are replaceable when you go home.” 

When I go home, god I keep forgetting that I might actually get to go home after this. 
“They are,” I say, “It’s no problem.” We leave the field and Tanush directs us back to the stone 
tables at his land. “Now,” Tanush says when we’re seated, “We must sort out how we will get the 
British to switch fighting arenas.” “I actually had a thought about that. I don’t know if it will 
work, but you know how you said my using my phone was something of a witch? Well, maybe 
we pretend to curse the land, so the British won’t want it, and then we offer the other land 
instead. I could make up some chant, use my phone, and dance around the field or something.” 

Tanush looks at me, surprised, but then nods his head once again. “I do not know about 
all of that, but I think using this phone to trick them into some kind of Indian curse might be 
effective.” “Okay,’”, I say, “Would the British believe in that kind of stuff, though? I mean it 
makes more sense that a local would fall for that stuff, right? Aren’t they too busy with, you 
know, the war?” 

He furrows his brows, “Actually, Devika, if we convince the right person, it might be the 
contrary. The locals, especially in the villages, are familiar with myths of witches and their 
curses. If you perform this fictional curse on them, they will believe you are a witch and are 


insane, but they have little proof from their knowledge that it is effective or harmful. You would 


be the one in danger. Now, if you conduct this with a soldier on the ignorant side, he would 
easily believe this and be convinced of its danger.” I listen, taking in his words. 

“You're right, that makes sense, I’m sorry for doubting you, this is just all so crazy and 
hard to believe.” He shakes his head sadly, “Do not worry Devika, I can not imagine how scary 
this all must be. You are very brave.” 

It’s a few days later when we finalize our plan. The day earlier Tanush had the idea to 
send a messenger to inform the men from the first day that he wishes to speak about the land 
with them. He’d said that when they came to talk to him about taking the land, they seemed to be 
newer recruits that Lord Verelst (The British governor) had added. They were ignorant about the 
land but still trusted Tanush to an extent because he spoke English. 

Our plan for my “witchcraft” was to gather leaves, twigs, and saps to create a 
potion-looking concoction. Then, we would mess up my hair, and have me hold my dagger in 
one hand and my turned-on phone in the other. Finally, I would spill the potion around the field 
and chant with a crazy look in my eyes. It’s the day of the trickery and Tanush and I are setting 
up. “Okay,” I say, “So everything is mashed up in the mortar and pestle, should we add anything 
else to make it look more convincing?” Tanush peers at the liquid and thinks. 

“T have an idea for one more thing to add,” he says and goes to his home to grab 
something. He arrives back holding a very small pouch of some spice. “This is saffron, Devika. 
It is very valuable so only use a little, but this will apply a bright orange color to the mixture. It 
will make it more believable if the man sees Indian spices in the potion.” I do as he says and get 
my knife and phone ready. 

Then I crouch in my position at one end of the field and wait for the man to arrive. When 


the man approaches Tanush jumps up to greet him. “Sire, I thank you for agreeing to meet me. I 


am aware that in 4 moons this land will be yours for the battle, however, I thought it best to 
inform you...” He gestures to me and I sharply turn my head in their direction, making an insane 
face. The man takes a step away from my direction. “What is this? This land is to be manicured, 
clean, and empty, when I present it to my superiors!” 

Tanush sighs and shakes his head. “I understand your greatness, that is why I am showing 
you now. I would get rid of her if I could but, well you see, she seems to be of witch descent and 
could be dangerous.” “Witch descent?” the man whispers angrily, “what in the lord’s name do 
you mean? She is not dangerous, just take her away or my men will.” That’s my cue to start the 
crazy. I stand up, gaze intently into my phone, and start tapping different apps. 

I chanted an old witch’s prayer that Tanush taught me and started to pour the potion 
around the grass while doing a local dance that I had seen women in my village do together. 
“You see?” Tanush says, “Look at her weapons that-that object! I have never set eyes on 
something of the sort.” The man’s jaw is dropped, and he looks scared to death. 

“Tt would please me very much to have the honor of providing you this land, sire, but it 
appears that she is cursing it. I recognize that chant from a witch hunt in my father’s days. It is 
one of the most dangerous ones, we are lucky she is possessing the land, not us.” At this point I 
was rolling my eyes to the back of my head, cupping the liquid in my hand and splashing it 
towards my phone. 

I was unsure whether he was going to believe this act or not, but I kept chanting louder, 
cutting blades of grass with my knife and inching closer to the two of them. The man drags his 
wild eyes away from me and turns to Tanush, “You are saying that we cannot battle on this land. 


Despite the insanity of this woman, how am I to trust you? You are an Indian man, and although 


you must serve us, how can I be sure you are not siding with Mysore and attempting to stop the 
battle?” 

He looks unsure of his words and seems frightened, but his voice is accusatory and he 
puts a hand on the sword in his belt loop. Tanush, surprised, takes a step back and tries to explain 
further. “Your greatness, I would never, I swear to Ganesha. I have little power, preventing that 
land from you would do no good to the kingdom of Mysore. I am merely a farmer attempting to 
help-” Before Tanush could finish I ran up to him and started screaming the chant, dancing 
around him and shoving my phone in his face. 

He realizes what I’m doing and pretends to be taken control of for a split second, and 
that’s when the man pulls him away from me, and they both sprint in the other direction. When 
they are a ways away from me, Tanush collapses, trying to extend the act a little further. “Oh my 
lord, how can I ever repay you? You saved my life that whore witch was going to murder me! 
We have to get her!” The man falls onto his knees as well, out of breath. “No, sir you almost just 
died which would not have been good. If J die that would be a tragedy. That is a witch right 
there, we need new land.” 

Tanush closes his eyes and nods, I stay on the field and continue my actions in case they 
look my way. “I know a way I can repay you for giving me my life back,” Tanush says, “I have 
another field of land that you can battle on. It is not far away from here, and closer to the palace. 
I know that it will not be the same quality but it will not be cursed or have any traces of 
witchcraft.” The man agrees, thankful to not return to his men empty-handed, and Tanush and I 
successfully save the land for both of our futures. 

I think about all the things that will come on this land, the houses built, the memories 


made, the lives formed. I’m not sure I truly appreciated how important every part of me is until 


it’s in jeopardy. The only time I thought about those houses was when I had to go visit them, the 
only time I associated an emotion with them was when I felt annoyed with how much the 
962/963 group chat texted. I didn’t know much about the Indian part of me, and I still don’t 
know everything, but now I know the long conversations about my roots with extended family 
won’t be a chore, but a privilege. 

My purpose there was fulfilled and my task was over, but the war wasn’t. And it didn’t 
end until 1769. The British had defeated Mysore in the battle that took place on the new land. I 
stayed in Mysore for a few more weeks as many more battles and raids took place. I used 
everything I could to help people in my village, Tanush taught me how to create cures and 
medicines and I tried my best to be a comfort to my neighbors. 

I also picked up some more Kannada, not a lot, but I communicated more with Baani, and 
Tanush was able to teach me some more complicated phrases. Being there was scarier than 
anything I had experienced before. The sound of loud missiles, yelling, screaming and fighting 
was always in my ears. I had no idea when I was going to go home, but part of me didn’t even 
want to. It was a terrible feeling to leave knowing so many people were still living in such a 
dangerous state. 

But one day, I did go home. Baani and I had just finished delivering the last of my 
pickled vegetables and jowar (millet) to a family of nine nearby when I felt that familiar nausea 
again. A stomach virus was going around, and I had gotten sick multiple times just from the 
unfamiliar environment so I didn’t suspect anything. I went into my hut, knelt on the ground, and 
stared at the dirt below me. 

My vision started to blur and the dirt faded, soon, all I saw was darkness. I couldn’t see 


anything, but I felt a tight squeeze in my chest and heard my breathing grow heavier. I was 


convinced I was having a bad dream. However, my blurry vision soon reappeared, and as my 
eyes focused, they no longer saw dirt. Instead, they were having a staredown with a gross toilet 
bowl, in a stall bathroom, back at school. I am wearing my jeans and hoodie, my phone is at 85% 
in my back pocket, and my potli bag is nowhere in sight. I shakily stand up, leave the bathroom, 


and go to class. 


